Reverse transcriptase activity in patients with primary biliary cirrhosis and other autoimmune liver disorders.
Patients with biliary disease make retroviral antibodies and the Human Betaretrovirus has been characterized in patients with primary biliary cirrhosis. To screen patients with autoimmune liver disease for evidence of retroviral infection. Real-time reverse transcriptase polymerase chain reaction was used to detect Human Betaretrovirus, and a reverse transcriptase assay to measure reverse transcriptase activity in plasma. Using reverse transcriptase polymerase chain reaction, 24% of primary biliary cirrhosis samples were positive for Human Betaretrovirus when compared to 13% with autoimmune hepatitis, 5% of other liver diseases and 3% of the non-liver disease control subjects. Reverse transcriptase activity was found in 73% of patients with autoimmune hepatitis, 42% with primary biliary cirrhosis, 22% of liver patients without viral or autoimmune disease and 7% of subjects without liver disease. In patients with autoimmune liver disease, detection of reverse transcriptase activity was related to higher ALT levels, whereas others stabilized on immunosuppressive therapy either preliver or postliver transplantation were less likely to be reverse transcriptase-positive. Most patients with autoimmune hepatitis have detectable reverse transcriptase activity. Investigations will be required to assess whether this represents the expression of endogenous retroviruses and retrotransposable elements in inflamed tissue, or signifies the presence of exogenous retroviral infection.